Ó Springer-Verlag 2007 The authors of the letter-to-the-editor concerning my paper ''A hypothesis of chronic back pain: ligament subfailure injuries lead to muscle control dysfunction. Eur Spine J 15:668-676'' have indeed suggested what may be an important enhancement to my hypothesis. They point to the thoracolumbar fascia (TLF) as a structure in the spinal system that is injured in back pain patients and has mechanoreceptors and, therefore, may participate in the production of chronic back pain. By doing so, they add an additional dimension to the Panjabi hypothesis, which included the disc, spinal ligaments and facet capsules. While providing evidence that TLF contributes to pain in addition to the three elements I named, the authors also provide direct evidence to support my original hypothesis. I am, of course, happy for it.
I agree with the authors that the TLF, because it could have subfailure injuries, is a good candidate for inclusion. As the authors point out, it does have a large lever arm from the possible axes of rotation for the multidirectional movements of the spine. How important is this? The importance or sensitivity of tissue containing the mechanoreceptor in generating back pain (via the Panjabi hypothesis) depends upon several factors, besides the level arm. Some of these are the following: direction of the spinal motion causing the tissue deformation, orientation of the mechanoreceptor with respect to the orientation of the deforming tissue containing the mechanoreceptor, sensitivity of the mechanoreceptor to the tissue deformation, and the importance assigned to the specific mechanoreceptor by the neuromuscular control unit. One caveat, however, is that back pain is often spinal segment specific. The disc, spinal ligament, and facet capsules are segment specific, while TLF, to my knowledge, is not. Additionally, the relative likelihood of any element receiving subfailure injuries is presently not known. Therefore, which of the four elements identified presently-such as disc, spinal ligaments, facet capsules, and TLF-is the most important element leading to chronic back pain cannot yet be identified.
